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Chronic pain is associated with a host of conditions for which traditional medicine has no cure. Increasingly, medical practitioners look to acupuncture to manage pain and other conditions – with over 1 million people in the UK being helped every year, and an estimated 20 million in the USA.


This readable, practical and comprehensive guide brings together all acupuncture treatments as well as the latest clinical medical research into their effectiveness. In addition, the author has included observations from his own practice. Easy-to-understand ratings make clear where acupuncture is most likely to work for you.


For the first time, the effectiveness of acupuncture based on Western medical science (muscle knots) and traditional Chinese medicine (energy channels) are considered side by side.


Some of the applications discussed apart from chronic pain: insomnia, stress, stopping smoking, losing weight, migraine, infertility, pregnancy conditions, menopause, nausea, irritable bowel syndrome, cancer, irritativebladder, drug addiction.


Dr Richard Halvorsen has included acupuncture in the course of his practice as a London GP for over 25 years. He is frequently asked for comment on general medical issues by the media.
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Introduction


When I was training to be a doctor in London in the 1980s we were not taught anything about acupuncture. There was no mention of it during my five years of study, except possibly the odd aside by a consultant who mocked a patient for being so silly as to seek some acupuncture before coming round to their senses and seeing a ‘proper doctor’. We were not informed about any of the so-called ‘complementary’ or ‘alternative’ therapies. Acupuncture, along with all the others, was considered unscientific and mysterious – and not something with which serious doctors should be dabbling.


However, as a medical student, and then a junior hospital doctor, I frequently and repeatedly saw patients suffering from chronic medical conditions for whom our ‘proper’ scientific medicine had little to offer.


Western medicine did not have all the answers, and I wondered whether other systems of medicine might be able to fill in some of the gaps. Soon after finishing my medical studies I embarked on a two year course in Traditional Chinese Acupuncture at the British College of Acupuncture (which sadly no longer exists) in London.


Traditional Chinese Medicine (TCM) is based on a completely different system of medicine from the one I had been taught in medical school. I started by trying to relate what I was being taught to what I had learnt at medical school. In TCM there is talk of the kidney, the liver and the heart; at least I knew, or thought I knew, what these were. I assumed a kidney was the same kidney and a liver was the same liver in any system.


Wrong. In modern medicine the kidneys are seen as organs that filter the blood, preserving the chemical balance of the blood and producing urine. In TCM the kidneys are believed to store the body’s ‘Essence’; amongst other functions they produce marrow and manufacture blood. This is complete nonsense to a Western trained doctor and so six months into my course I was feeling totally confused. Then the penny dropped. I would no longer think of a TCM kidney as being the same thing as a Western medical kidney. I realized that they were completely different concepts, similar only in that they share a common name.


I no longer believed literally what I was being taught (I knew that the kidneys didn’t really manufacture blood) but saw this way of explaining the body as a template on which to devise a traditional Chinese treatment. The important thing to me, as a clinician, was whether the treatment worked; I was less concerned about the theoretical foundation on which that treatment was based.


During, and after, my course I was able to see acupuncture being used in practice and saw with my own eyes that it often, though not always, did work and sometimes even relieved people from distressing symptoms that orthodox Western medicine, the one I had studied in medical school, hadn’t been able to help.


In subsequent years I continued to study both traditional Chinese and Western medical acupuncture in the UK and China. I have also received acupuncture myself for various problems over the years.


A lot has changed during my time in practice over the last 30 years. In the early years my practice of acupuncture was received, at best, with baffled amusement and, at worst, with strong condemnation. Now thousands of doctors have received training in acupuncture and many use it as part of their daily practice. I receive frequent referrals from both consultants and GPs, something that did not happen not too long ago. Acupuncture is increasingly used by GPs themselves, or provided by other members of the primary health care team, such as physiotherapists or nurses.


Acupuncture is now one of the most popular of all complementary therapies. Over one million people in Great Britain and nearly two million Australians (over nine per cent of the adult population) use acupuncture every year. Nearly twenty million people in the USA have used acupuncture at one time or another. Though it is still not easy for most people to obtain acupuncture treatment on the NHS, it is widely available privately. But finding an experienced and competent acupuncturist is a minefield as anyone, even with little or no training or qualifications, can legally call themselves an ‘acupuncturist’.


I set out to make this the first book that looks at acupuncture from both a Western and Chinese perspective, rather than favouring just one of them. I seek to explain our understanding of how acupuncture works, both from a traditional Chinese viewpoint and from a modern Western scientific perspective.


I have also pulled together all the up-to-date medical evidence and merged this with my extensive clinical experience to give the most comprehensive, yet easy to use, guide to what acupuncture can effectively treat. I find that most acupuncture resources either make claims that acupuncture can treat virtually everything (clearly not the case) or, by applying an overzealous scientific approach, conclude that acupuncture is no more than a placebo (again not so and contradicting much research).


By amalgamating the science with clinical experience I believe this book is the first to bridge the divide between Western and Chinese approaches to acupuncture to provide a balanced overview of the benefits of acupuncture. This book is, in particular, aimed at those with little or no knowledge of acupuncture and to assist those who may be thinking of seeking acupuncture treatment, but will hopefully also be of use to the practitioners of either perspective.


There has been an increasing amount of research into acupuncture over recent decades and we are now beginning to understand how it works and the many ways it can affect the body – from a scientific perspective. More importantly, from a practical standpoint, we are learning which conditions are most likely to be helped by acupuncture and which problems would be better treated with other approaches. Research, and scientific evidence, is extremely important but this needs to be used alongside clinical experience. I have been using acupuncture to treat my patients for over a quarter of a century and have seen what it can – and can’t – do with my own eyes. I never cease to be amazed when people, who have already been to see several specialists without benefit, are quite quickly and dramatically helped by acupuncture. Of course acupuncture is not a miracle cure and not everyone, or all conditions, can be successfully treated with acupuncture.


Many common conditions will be examined and how likely it is that these can be successfully treated with acupuncture. You may be nervous at the thought of having needles put in you, but most people do not find this particularly uncomfortable. Below you’ll find out what you can expect to happen when you visit an acupuncturist and also the (very occasional) things that can go wrong.









 


Frequently Asked Questions









1


What Is Acupuncture?


Acupuncture is a treatment that involves inserting extremely fine needles into the skin. It has been used in China for over two thousand years, and has increasingly been used in the West since the 1970s.


It is used to relieve symptoms of, and sometimes help cure, a variety of physical and psychological conditions and may encourage the body’s ability to heal itself.


Over the past thirty years there has been considerable scientific research into acupuncture and we are now beginning to understand how it works. We can be confident that the effects of acupuncture are not all in the mind.


The distinction between complementary, or alternative, medicine and orthodox medicine is becoming blurred as the benefits of acupuncture become accepted by conventional doctors. It is increasingly being used alongside conventional medicine, is used in the vast majority of NHS pain clinics and is being offered by an ever increasing number of GPs and hospital doctors.


There are several variations on the traditional method in which fine needles are inserted into the skin in the appropriate parts of the body. For example, there is auriculotherapy (or ear acupuncture) in which needles are only inserted into the ears, and electro-acupuncture in which the acupuncture needles are stimulated with an electric current. (These are described in chapter 2.)


There are two fundamentally different approaches to acupuncture. It is important to understand these as most acupuncturists will use exclusively, or predominantly, one or other system.


Acupuncture as part of Traditional Chinese Medicine


Traditional Chinese acupuncture is based on traditional Chinese medicine (TCM), an ancient system of medicine originating in the East two thousand years ago.


This is based on the belief that energy (or Qi, pronounced ‘chee’) flows throughout the body along channels or ‘meridians’. Balance and harmony are integral to the concept of health and any obstruction to the smooth flow of Qi throughout the body can cause disease. The concept of harmony is also represented in the balance between Yin and Yang. The principle that everyone is governed by the opposing, but complementary, forces of Yin and Yang is central to Chinese philosophy.


It is believed that pain, or illness, occurs if the body becomes out of balance and the energy (Qi) is prevented from flowing freely. The purpose of acupuncture is to remove any blockages and enable the energy to flow freely and harmoniously throughout the body, thereby restoring balance and health.


Practitioners also believe that acupuncture can be used as preventive medicine to help maintain, or improve, a person’s wellbeing, a concept that is alien to a practitioner of Western medical acupuncture (see below).


TCM traditionally includes the use of other treatment modalities alongside acupuncture. These include the administration of Chinese herbs, a type of massage or manipulative therapy called ‘Tui na’ and a form of exercise (qi gong, pronounced ‘chee gong’) which balances breathing, movement and awareness.


The TCM acupuncturist will not make a Western diagnosis but a TCM diagnosis and treat the patient accordingly.


For example, a 35 year old man may suffer from pain in the upper abdomen (pit of the stomach), chest discomfort and belching. A Western diagnosis might be gastritis (inflammation of the stomach), whereas a TCM diagnosis could be ‘an attack of the stomach by hyperactive liver Qi’. This TCM diagnosis, though meaningless to a Western trained doctor, will enable a TCM trained practitioner to insert acupuncture needles in appropriate points along the correct meridians in order to disperse the liver Qi and regulate the stomach Qi.


To take one further example, nettle rash or urticaria is a common skin condition that is generally believed in Western medicine to be allergic in origin even though, more often then not, the allergic cause cannot be found. However, a TCM practitioner may diagnose this as ‘pathogenic wind in the muscles’, completely nonsensical to a Western trained doctor but again informing the Chinese acupuncturist where to put the needles.


It is not only as if the two systems of medicine have different languages, but languages that cannot even be translated into each other.


Western Medical Acupuncture


Western scientific acupuncture does not accept the existence of meridians and rejects the traditional Chinese philosophy on which this is based. Practitioners argue that acupuncture works by stimulating the nervous system through which the body’s organs can be affected and hormones released.


Western Medical Acupuncture builds on the traditional knowledge and immense experience of the Chinese by adapting it using our current knowledge of anatomy, along with the principles of evidence based medicine. Less importance is placed on the traditional concepts of Qi, Yin and Yang. Instead, acupuncture is seen to act primarily by stimulating the nervous system and by its ability to stimulate the release of a wide variety of chemicals and hormones in the body.


Though traditional acupuncture points are commonly used, points are also selected because they are trigger points, or because they connect to the part of the body being treated via the spinal cord (segmental acupuncture).


There are five mechanisms by which acupuncture is known to work:


1. Local stimulation


Acupuncture needles stimulate nerve endings in the skin and muscle where the needles are inserted. This causes the release of various substances and an increase in blood flow (which can often be seen as a redness in the skin surrounding the needle) all of which encourage healing.


2. Segmental acupuncture


The needles stimulate the level, or ‘segment’, of the spinal cord that connects – via nerves – with the area of skin or muscle that the needle is inserted in. This helps relieve pain in the affected area, but can also have an effect, in ways that we do not yet fully understand, on the internal organs of the body that are also connected to the same level of the spinal cord.


3. Extrasegmental acupuncture


The insertion of the needle stimulates not only the segment into which it is inserted but this stimulation then travels up the spinal cord to the lowest part of the brain (the brainstem) where the body’s own pain controlling mechanisms are stimulated into action. This effect is similar to what happens when, for example, you injure yourself playing sport and you don’t really notice it until afterwards when it then hurts more. During the game the body’s own pain suppressing mechanisms (which can be stimulated by acupuncture) were in action.


4. Central regulatory effects


Acupuncture has an effect on many parts of the brain, and this has been demonstrated in brain scans. It has a calming effect on many patients and improves their wellbeing. It influences various hormones such as the female hormones controlling the menstrual cycle and fertility.


5. Trigger point acupuncture


Trigger points are tight knots of muscle that can be extremely painful especially when pressed. They arise out of injury, either a sudden accident (a whiplash injury is a classic cause of trigger points in the muscles of the neck, though they can form from something as simple as lifting something too heavy) or long-term overuse (trigger points are usually found in the muscles of a repetitive strain injury or RSI).


In reality we are a long way from understanding fully how acupuncture works scientifically. However, research, though poorly funded (it is of no interest to the big pharmaceutical companies who fund the majority of medical research), is enlightening us more all the time about how acupuncture works. In addition real-time scans of the brain are beginning to show how acupuncture exerts effects on deeper structures within the brain.


Most acupuncturists will practice either TCM acupuncture or Western medical acupuncture, though a few who have been trained in both methods will use a synthesis of the two systems or will pick whichever is most appropriate for the problem in front of them. Over the years there has been some friction between practitioners of TCM acupuncture, most of whom do not have a medical or paramedical training, and the doctors and other health professionals who practice Western medical acupuncture. The TCM acupuncturists, or ‘professional acupuncturists’ as they prefer to be called have mainly undergone extensive training of at least three years in TCM. They resent the fact that some doctors will start practicing a simplified form of acupuncture after only a couple of weekends training. On the other hand, doctors and other health professionals voice their concerns that ‘lay acupuncturists’ without formal medical training should not be practicing acupuncture in the absence of medical supervision as they might miss important diagnoses that should be treated with orthodox medicine. I’m relieved to say that over recent years this acrimony has abated somewhat and the two groups, though still functioning independently, now share a wary respect for each other. In practice there is a significant overlap in the two types of treatment. Doctors will frequently use the more common ‘big’ traditional acupuncture points, and TCM acupuncturists will use what the Chinese call ‘Ah Shi’ or ‘ouch’ points which often correspond to trigger points.
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